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5 YMPA THETIC MA GIC

Belief of

dead.

tradition the early mythical ancestors of the tribe placed
their foreskins in their nanja trees, that is, in their local totem
centres, the trees from which their spirits came forth at birth
and to which they would return after death.1    If, as seems
highly  probable, such a custom  as that recorded  by the
tradition ever prevailed, its intention could hardly be any
other than that of securing the future birth and reincarnation
of the owner of the foreskin when he should have died and
his spirit returned to its abode in the tree.    For among all
these   Central  tribes  the belief is  firmly rooted  that the
tribes fo the human soul undergoes an endless series of reincarnations,
the living men and women of one generation being nothing
but the spirits  of their ancestors come to life again, and
destined to be themselves reborn in the persons of their
descendants.    During the interval between two incarnations
the souls live in their nanja spots or local totem centres,
which are always natural objects  such as trees or rocks.
Each  totem   clan  has  a  number  of such totem centres
scattered over the country.    There the souls of the dead
men and   women of  the totem, but of no other, congre-
gate during their disembodied state, and thence they issue
and are born again in human form when a favourable oppor-
tunity presents itself.2    It might well be thought that a
man's new birth would be facilitated if, in his lifetime, he
could lay up a stock of vital energy for the use of his dis-
embodied spirit after death.    That he did, apparently, by
detaching a portion of himself, namely the foreskin, and
depositing it in his nanja tree, or rock, or whatever it
might be.

Is it possible that in this belief and this practice we
have the long lost key to the meaning of circumcision?
In other words, can it be that circumcision was originally
reincaraaL intended to ensure the rebirth at some future time of the
circumcised man by disposing of the severed portion of his
body in such a way as to provide him with a stock of energy
on which his disembodied spirit could draw when the critical
moment of reincarnation came round ? The conjecture is
confirmed by the observation that among the Akikuyu of
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